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This year saw over 25,000 union learning representatives (ULRs) trained 

since 1999. This working paper outlines the origins and development of 

union learning representatives in England although they also exist in the UK 

as a whole. It examines how ULRs have been a central feature of 

government-supported union capacity building on learning and skill over the 

last decade. ULRs have been increasingly recognised by government as 

intermediaries that can engage with “hard-to-reach” employees and help 

stimulate and meet their demand for learning and skills. It summarises 

recent research on their profile, role and impact. The paper also compares 

and contrasts ULRs in England with the development of learning 

representatives in other countries. It also examines the role of the ULR in 

relation to trade union representative and public administrative functions. It 

concludes that a statutory framework is now required which optimises union 

and ULR leverage on employers in the delivery of high quality learning 

opportunities.   

 

Director, unionlearn 



Executive Summary 

 
1. Although social partnership in vocational education and training has 

been undeveloped since the 1980s, with collective bargaining over 

training greatly diminished, the former Labour government provided 

an enhanced role for unions. This role has involved helping to 

deliver policy initiatives such as Skills for Life, ICT and informal 

adult learning to open up learning to union members, particularly to 

hard-to-reach learners.  

 

2. A key role in delivering union supported learning has been that of 

the union learning representative (ULR). Their role was greatly 

strengthened with the introduction of statutory recognition with paid 

time off to train and to carry out their duties. ULR recruitment and 

capacity have also been enhanced through projects supported by the 

government funded Union Learning Fund. Over 25,000 have been 

trained since 1999. The profile of ULRs is more representative of the 

workforce as a whole than that of other union reps, in respect of 

gender and age.  

 

3. Their major activities are providing information and advice to 

colleagues on learning opportunities; conducting a learning needs 

assessment; arranging courses and helping members to access 

funding. These activities were leading to many ULRs recruiting new 

members into the union. 

 

4. The areas were ULRs were having the greatest impact in terms of  

supporting members in learning were literacy and numeracy; 

training leading to recognised vocational/academic qualifications 

and personal interest/leisure courses. High activity was more likely 

to be found in large workplaces with a formal learning agreement. 

Most managers felt that ULRs in their workplaces had helped to 

close skills gaps and improve union-management relations.  

 

5. There are a number of factors which limit ULR activity such as 

some senior managers not valuing them; a lack of cover time for 

their regular job; and too little paid time to carry out their activities. 

A typical ULR spends four hours per week on union learning 

activities but receives only two hours paid time off.  

 

6. Unions are beginning to integrate learning with their organising 

efforts and focussing on learning not just as a recruitment tool but as 

a vital component in rebuilding and revitalising their union 

organisation.  

 



7. Complementing the work of ULRs are community learning 

champions. They are local volunteers who promote learning in their 

neighbourhood and perform a range of functions similar to those of 

ULRs. There has recently been a big impetus to support them and 

over a 1,000 have now been trained. Unlike the ULR initiative, the 

development of training champions in small businesses was a top 

down initiative which never got off the ground.  

 

8. The union learning representative idea has reached other countries. 

There have been initiatives in Ireland, Denmark, Finland and New 

Zealand. Their development and scope however has been limited by 

the absence of statutory recognition and the right to paid time off for 

training and for carrying out their duties. 

 

9. There is a need for more workplaces to have learning framework 

agreements which set out the ULR‟s role, activities and facilities. 

They should establish joint union/management learning committees 

to increase the demand for and supply of learning opportunities for 

the workforce and to monitor provision and learner progress. 

 

10. Unions and their ULRs also need to given an enhanced collective 

representation function.  This requires training and learning in 

general being made a statutory collective bargaining issue in 

recognised union workplaces, as is the case with pay and conditions. 

It also requires unions being more fully involved in the development 

of learning and skills policy through national, regional and sector 

institutions based on social partnership, not just limited to the 

delivery of initiatives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Role of Unions in Vocational Education 

and Training 
 

Skills and industrial relations policy 

In the UK, unlike in many northern European states, social partnership in 

vocational education and training has been underdeveloped. This reflects 

both the nation‟s relatively unregulated labour market particularly over the 

last three decades and the decoupling of industrial relations policy from 

productivity and skills policy in the 1980s. The Thatcher government 

viewed unions and collective bargaining as a brake to productivity and 

severely restricted their powers. Union influence was also minimised with 

the abolition of those tripartite bodies established in the 1960s and 70s on 

which labour was well represented. These included the National Economic 

Development Council, the Manpower Service Commission and the industry 

training boards along with their training levies. With the trade unions 

weakened and sidelined, the Thatcher Government attempted improve 

productivity to by creating a “training market” in which decisions would be 

left at the discretion of employers and individuals. The nature of Britain‟s 

“labour problem” was transmuted from an industrial relations problem to a 

skills problem (Keep et al, 2008). The state‟s role was limited to reforming 

the supply side in respect to programmes and the qualification framework. 

There were no interventions on the demand side to change the behaviour of 



employers to upskill their workforce and utilise those skills to enhance 

company performance. This one sided policy approach contributed to 

significant skills and productivity gaps with other major industrial 

competitors.  

 

With the election of a Labour government in 1997, there has however been 

increasing recognition of unions as stakeholders in learning and skills 

policy. The vast bulk of skills policy and activity however remains outside 

the industrial relation system as concentration on supply side intervention 

continues (Keep et al, 2008). There has been no obligation on employers to 

train even though a third of them have not trained their workforce in the last 

12 months. The state however has provided employers with considerable 

financial incentives to train to national standards.   This “all carrots but no 

sticks” approach reflects the fact that industrial policy has continued to be 

based on relatively light regulation.  

 

Trade union functions  

Significant players in delivering the supply side have been unions and their 

union learning representative (ULRs). This paper outlines the role, profile 

and impact of the ULR in the context of the English vocational education 

and training (VET) system. It also considers the role of the ULR in relation 

to union functions in general. These have been identified as service, 

representative, regulatory, government and public administration functions 

(Ewing, 2005). Ewing identifies skills and training as areas where “the 

government has enlisted the assistance of the trade unions to act effectively 

as agents of the State” to help the skills deficiency of the labour force. He 

defines the government and public administration functions as those which 

involve unions in the “development, implementation and delivery of 

government policy” and categorising ULRs as having a public 

administrative function. This paper argues that ULRs also have a 

representative function.  

 

There is little social partnership in relation to policy making over VET, with 

no return to devolving policy making to tripartite bodies representing union, 

employer and educational interests as there was in the 1960s and 1970s. It 

has been argued that VET policy making has been increasingly centralised 

and delivered at local and sector levels through employer-led bodies with 

minimal union representation (Clough, 2008). There has thus been relatively 

little formal union involvement in the development of policy compared with 

the neo-corporatist era. Nevertheless, there has been considerable union 

involvement in the delivery and implementation of that policy and in this 

respect unions and their ULRs have had a significant public administration 

function. 

 

At sector and workplace levels there is little collective bargaining over 

training and no statutory underpinning for such bargaining. An analysis of 



the latest Workplace Employment Relations Survey (WERS) in 2004 found 

that management negotiated with union representatives about training in 9 

per cent of union-recognised workplaces (Stuart and Robinson, 2007). This 

compared with management consulting (30.5 per cent) informing (24 per 

cent) and not even informing (36 per cent) union representatives about 

training. The fact that statutory union recognition under the Trade Union 

and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 1992 does not include training as 

a bargaining issue indicates that unions have no regulatory function over the 

issue. The limited coverage of collective bargaining indicates that unions 

have a weak collective representation function in respect to training. 

Nevertheless, unions and their ULR have a significant representational 

function in supporting individuals in accessing learning opportunities. These 

functions are set out in statute and are increasingly set out in formal learning 

partnership agreed between unions and employers at workplace level.   

 

This representative function is likely to be increased through the 

introduction of a statutory right for an employee to request training under 

the Apprenticeships, Skills, Children and Learning Act 2009.The 

introduction of the right is being phased and will be made available to 

employees with 26 or more weeks service in organisations with 250 or more 

employees from April 2010 before being extended to all employees from 

April 2011. It is modelled on the right to request flexible working. The 

employer is under an obligation to consider the request but there is a range 

of “business reasons” they can use to refuse it. Furthermore, the request is 

limited to training which helps to improve the employee‟s job performance 

and that of the business and the employer is not required to pay for the time 

that the employee is training or to pay for the course. There is a role for the 

ULR in the procedure since the worker who makes the request has the right 

to be accompanied by a colleague or a union representative as in 

disciplinary and grievance hearings under the Employment Relations Act 

1999. Although the measure is an individual right, collective approaches 

will be necessary when meeting the skills needs of workers in the same jobs, 

with the union or ULR brokering collective requests. 

 

Partnership with unions over learning and skills has been an important 

strand of the Government‟s lifelong learning strategy although as noted 

above this is very much restricted to implementation and delivery at the 

workplace. The Labour Government has intervened where there is perceived 

market failure over skills, particularly at the lower end of the labour market. 

This has involved targeting subsidies for certain employers and learners. 

The Government has seen the role of unions as helping their members 

access learning opportunities established through such interventions. This 

enhanced role has been supported by a number of government measures to 

increase union capacity over learning and skills. An important dimension to 

this has been the development of union learning representatives. Over 



25,000 ULRs have now been trained and provide a range of services to their 

members, particularly information and advice on learning.  

 

 

Origins and Profile of the ULR 
 

The emerging role 

Although ULRs are an important feature of the Labour government‟s VET 

system, their origins lie in the anti-union Conservative era. Under the 

Conservative administration, pragmatic partnerships began to form between 

the TUC and the Government‟s local employer-led agencies, Training and 

Enterprise Councils (TECs). These partnerships were based on mutual 

interest in developing the workforce. The projects were generically named 

“Bargaining for Skills”. Although this title was really a misnomer; they 

were more about increasing the capacity of unions to enhance employee 

demand for learning and skills than helping them exercise leverage on 

employers to train their workforce. The reason why TECs established the 

projects was that they could help meet some of their targets within their 

contracts with government. Their activities covered awareness- raising 

events for union officers concerning programmes such as national 

vocational qualifications (NVQs), Modern Apprenticeships and the 

Investors in People corporate standard and their contracts often stipulated 

numbers of employees covered by such activities. 

 

With the election of a Labour government with a much more inclusive view 

of lifelong learning, TECs needed to adopt this new agenda. Bargaining for 

Skills projects were used by TECs to promote and deliver government 

initiatives such as individual learning accounts. TECs were subsequently 

replaced by a government agency, the Learning and Skills Council, which 

continued to support union-led learning.  

 

The TUC devised a number of course modules for union representatives to 

support the work of the Bargaining for Skills projects. These included 

modules on awareness of the Investors in People standard and NVQs. In 

addition, some union representatives took up NVQ assessor qualifications in 

order to help them support union learners going through the NVQ 

assessment process. These modules were offered in those regions where 

there was considerable Bargaining for Skills activity. This was the 

beginning of the training and developing of what were to be designated as 

“union learning representatives”.  

 

Some unions established their own innovatory initiatives which included the 

development of learning representatives. Return to Learn was initially set up 

by the former National Union of Public Employees.  The courses cover 

basic skills, women‟s studies and are very much about confidence building 



and delivered by the Workers Education Association. A key component is 

the peer support that learners have in the form of access to “local education 

advisers”. Many of them have gone through the programme and have 

subsequently been trained by the union to give information and advice to 

new entrants; thus creating a cascade effect. This training programme along 

with that of Bargaining for Skills led to formal training and support of 

ULRs.  

 

Statutory recognition  

The development of ULRs was given a considerable impetus by the state in 

two ways. The Green Paper, The Learning Age, led to the then Department 

for Education and Skills establishing the Union Learning Fund (ULF) in 

1998 which substantially increased union capacity. Amongst its key aims 

are to ensure that learning and skills are core activities for unions and to 

develop the key role of ULRs in raising employee demand for learning, 

especially those with low or no qualifications. ULF projects have supported 

720,000 learning opportunities since the fund was set up. Many of the 

union-led projects have trained and supported over half the ULRs (about 

13,200) as well as establishing union learning centres and facilitating to 

learning agreements signed between unions and employers, many of which 

have strengthened the ULR role at the workplace.  

 

The second state intervention was giving statutory recognition to ULRs. 

Underpinning union negotiation and representative activity at the workplace 

in the UK is statutory recognition of union representatives. Since the former 

Labour Government‟s Employment Protection Act 1975, trade union 

officials have had a statutory right to reasonable time from employment to 

carry out their union duties and to undertake trade union training. These 

rights exist in respect to those matters in which the union is recognised by 

the employer for the purposes of collective bargaining. When a critical mass 

of union learning representatives had been trained and supported, mainly as 

a result of ULF projects, it became apparent that there were problems for 

ULRs accessing training and especially carrying out their functions. The 

TUC thus argued the need for ULRs to be put on a similar statutory footing 

as union representatives as a whole.  In spite of some employer opposition 

to statutory rights for ULRs, the TUC and its unions were successful in 

achieving their objective. The Employment Act 2002 set out a number of 

ULR functions: 

 

 Analysing training needs 

 Providing information and advice on training 

 Promoting the value of training 

 Arranging training 

 Consulting the employer over these activities 

 



ULRs carrying out functions in recognised workplaces have the right to 

„reasonable‟ paid time off to train and carry out their functions on the 

similar lines as union representatives in general. The condition to be granted 

paid time off for ULR work is that they are sufficiently trained to carry out 

their duties, through accessing relevant training. This training is mainly 

provided through TUC Education, leading to accreditation through an 

awarding body, the National Open College Network. A union member also 

has a right to take time off in working time to contact his/her ULR, although 

the employer is not obliged to pay them during this contact time. 

Interestingly, although the ULRs statutory rights are in relation to 

supporting union members, most of them also provide assistance to non- 

trade unionists at the workplace. This identifies the potential of union 

learning for union renewal in the workplace (Moore 2009). Advice on how 

union and employers can best manage this process is set out in a code 

practice of the Government‟s Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration 

Service (ACAS, 2003). The code also stated that there could be „positive 

advantages for unions and employers in establishing agreements on time off 

for ULRs and individuals, which reflect their own situations‟. The TUC and 

its unions have argued that agreements on learning would be strengthened 

through the establishment of a joint union/management learning committee 

at the workplace.  These interventions have generated a critical mass of 

ULRs (see Figure 1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Profile  
A recent survey commissioned by Unionlearn has found that the ULR 

population is increasingly diverse, with 43 per cent of ULRs being women 

(Hollinrake et al, 2010).  This compares with 27 per cent of safety 

representatives being women (TUC, 2008). Although almost a third of 

ULRs hold another union post, over a third (37 per cent) are “new activists” 

i.e. new to trade union activity; almost a half being women.  These new 

activists are also more likely to be under 45 year old or less. As can be seen 

from Figure 1 below, there has been a significant and sustained increase in 

the new activists over the last decade. This is helping to make the profile of 

union representatives more representative of the workforce as a whole. This 

impact will increase if these new activists progress to take on other union 

roles in the medium and longer term.   

 

Over two-thirds of active ULRs work in the public sector (over one quarter 

employed in public administration).  There has been a significant decline in 

the proportion working within the manufacturing; from 19 to 7 per cent 



between 2005 and 2009 which is likely to reflect the decline in jobs in the 

sector. 

 

Irrespective of workplace size, over two thirds of active ULRs operate 

within very large organisations (i.e. those with over 1,000 employees) 

however this represents a significant reduction from 2005 when three- 

quarters worked in such organisations. There has also been a doubling of 

ULRs (13 per cent) working in small and medium sized enterprises (up to 

250 employees) since 2005, albeit from a low base.   

 

 

Figure 1 ULRs recruited/trained (cumulative) 

 
 

Source: Unionlearn Annual Report 2010 
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Figure 2  Proportion of “New Activist” ULRs 

 

 
 

Source: Hollinrake, A; Sundry, R; Antcliff, V. (2010):  Learning works: Report of the 

2009 Survey of Union Learning Representatives and their Managers  
 

 

Activities and Impact  
 

According to the ULR survey, there was a very diverse range of activities 

with almost all active ULRs (94 per cent) providing information and advice 

and guidance to colleagues on learning opportunities (see Table 1). Almost 

three quarters claimed to have recruited or helped new members into the 

union, evidencing their organising potential. 

 

Their impact on the take up in relation to workers differed according to the 

type of training (see Table 2). Similar figures arose of the manager‟s part of 

the survey. There was a very significant impact on the take up of literacy 

and numeracy courses which is likely to have resulted from the Labour 

government‟s positive encouragement of unions to reach those workers who 

employers and providers have not reached in the past. This has led to a  
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Table 1 Nature and extent of ULR activity 

 

 2009 2007 

 % % 

Provided information and advice to colleagues on learning 

opportunities? 

94.2 85 

Helped colleagues to get funding for learning? 48.5 n.a. 

Arranged (or helped to arrange) courses for colleagues? 76.7 59 

Recruited (or helped to recruit) new members into the union? 74.3 n.a. 

Conducted a learning needs assessment?  53.2 47 

Met and/or networked with ULRs from other workplaces? 79.3 n.a. 

Source: Hollinrake, A; Sundry, R; Antcliff, V. (2010):  Learning Works : Report of the 

2009 Survey of Union Learning Representatives and their Managers  

 

 

large number of union-led projects targeting these learning needs. There has 

however been less ULR impact on the take up of apprenticeships even 

though there has been a significant increase in the number of places 

supported by the Government.  This is possibly because this training 

continues to be subject to managerial prerogative over recent years, 

although there will be union involvement in negotiating apprenticeship pay 

and conditions of service.  



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2  Impact of ULR Activity on Learning and Training 

 

As a result of your ULR activity in the site(s) that you cover, has the number of your 

members involved in… 

 Increased 

a lot 

Increased 

a little 

Stayed 

the 

same 

Decreased 

a little 

Decreased 

a lot 

Training leading to 

nationally recognised 

vocational or 

academic 

qualifications 

19.3 39.4 38.9 1.1 1.3 

Apprenticeships 4.2 14.0 75.8 3.1 2.9 
Job-related training 

not leading to formal 

qualifications 

13.1 32.8 51.1 1.5 1.5 

Training in basic 

literacy and numeracy 

skills 

25.8 30.8 40.1 2.2 1.1 

Continuing 

Professional 

Development 

14.1 37.7 43.5 3.1 1.7 

Personal 

interest/leisure 

courses 

15.6 37.3 41.2 3.1 2.7 

Source: Hollinrake, A; Saundry, R; Antcliff, V. (2010):  Learning works: Report of the 

2009 Survey of Union Learning Representatives and their Managers  

 

According to the 1,292 ULRs responding to the 2009 survey (12 per cent 

response rate), they appeared to be extremely positive about their role and 

the support that they receive. The overwhelming majority (87 per cent) are 

happy to continue as ULRs, and feel they get sufficient support from their 

union (80 per cent) and Unionlearn (75 percent). Nevertheless, there is 



evidence that there is a small but significant number of ULRs that are 

inactive. Almost a quarter of the respondents categorised themselves as 

“inactive” and there is likely to be a higher proportion of the non 

respondents in this category.  

 

There are a number of factors which limit ULR activity. Less than half of 

respondents felt valued by their line manager or senior management with 

almost two- thirds feeling that senior managers are only interested in job-

related training. Nevertheless, two-thirds stated that they negotiated with 

their employer over learning. There was strong evidence that ULR activity 

was maximised within workplaces where they felt that they were valued by 

both senior and line management. High activity was more likely to be found 

in large workplaces with a formal learning agreement. 

 

Another limitation is time. Although more than three quarters (76.5 per 

cent) of ULRs felt that they received “reasonable” time off to conduct their 

role, only two out of five (41.5 per cent) received cover for their regular job 

and only just over a quarter had their workload reduced to allow for ULR 

activity. The result was that a typical ULR spent four hours per week on 

union learning activities but received only two hours paid time off. Learning 

representatives thus have a high degree of commitment and altruism.  

 

The survey also measured both ULR and management perceptions of 

impact. Almost all the ULR respondents believed that they had increased 

awareness of learning amongst their colleagues. The vast majority claimed 

that their activity had increased the number of employees trained (78 per 

cent) and the amount of training they had received (75 per cent). Almost 

eight out of ten respondents reported that their activity had helped workers 

with little prior experience of learning. Industrial relations were also seen to 

have improved. Two-thirds of ULRs reported that their activity had 

improved management union dialogue and almost two in three stated that it 

had enhanced management/union relationships in general.  

 

There are also some encouraging views about ULRs from the managers 

survey, albeit from a relatively small sample. Almost two in three reported 

that ULR activity had helped to close skills gaps and improve union-

management relationships. This mirrored a recent survey of managers 

involved in union learning projects (Stuart et al, 2010). Out of the 415 

respondents (43 per cent response rate) 46 per cent felt that this activity was 

contributing to the up skilling of the workforce through addressing basic 

skills gaps, raising the levels of job-related training and increasing the 

number of employees attaining qualifications (55 per cent). Union learning 

was reported to have led to wider increases in organisational performance 

(32 per cent), trust relations between management and unions (42 per cent), 

and consultation (46 per cent) and negotiation of learning/ training issues 

(40 per cent).  



 

The ULR role within the union 

Another factor determining ULR impact is union commitment to union 

learning. Unions need to be convinced that learning strategies strengthen 

their organisation and are not just an add-on service for members. Recent 

research suggests that unions are increasingly promoting a relationship 

between learning and organising at national, regional and branch levels 

(Moore, 2009). Unions are integrating learning and organising within their 

departmental structures; embedding learning activities in specific 

campaigns; and designating union learning project workers as organisers. 

There has also been moves to integrate ULRs into union structures. 

"ULRs are firmly part of the organisational structure at the 

workplace. They are not seen as separated and isolated". 

National Official, Unite. 

“What we're saying to branches is that the best way forward is to 

ensure that you've got a learning rep on your branch committee. In 

that way, your learning rep is aware of the industrial issues that are 

going on and your industrial reps are aware of what's going on 

through learning and what the potential is". 

National Manager, Communication Workers Union 

In the Civil Service union (PCS) ULRs have to be nominated by branches 

and a new branch learning co-ordinator role has been created to link the 

learning agenda more closely to the branch agenda. In the public sector 

workers union (UNISON) the ULR role is now defined in the rule book and 

branches have elected lifelong learning co-ordinator posts - branch officers 

who lead on learning and organising.  

Unions are thus beginning to integrate learning with their organising efforts 

and focusing on learning not just a recruitment tool but as a vital component 

in rebuilding and revitalising their union organisation (Moore, 2009). 

ULRs and the governmentôs skills strategy  

A key government ambition is for the UK to become “a world leader in 

skills by 2020”. It has thus set ambitious qualification targets for the end of 

the next decade. These include 95 per cent of adults to have basic skills of 

functional literacy and numeracy; more than 90 per cent of adults gaining at 

least a Level 2 qualification1; almost two million more people achieving a 

                                                 
1
 Equivalent to the general education level achieved by over half of 16 year olds (5 GCSEs 

A-C grades) or a pre-craft level vocational qualification.  

 



Level 3 qualification; half a million people in apprenticeships; and 40 per 

cent of all adults having a higher education (degree or equivalent) 

qualification.  

To meet these targets required a marked shift towards a more interventionist 

approach where there were perceived market failure; particularly where 

there was a significant number of adults without qualifications and a long 

tail of companies who did not train their workforce. 

One of the earliest interventions was the introduction of individual learning 

accounts (ILAs) in 1999. These accounts were a state subsidy to stimulate 

individuals to take up learning. ULRs were involved in helping their 

members take out and access the accounts. The scheme was ended in 2001as 

a result of fraud by some private training providers. But the positive role of 

ULRs in targeting the accounts on those individuals who most needed the 

subsidy was widely recognised. The House of Commons Select Committee 

on Education and Skills in its inquiry into the operation of the scheme 

observed that:  

“Trusted intermediaries such as trades union learning representatives 

also had a part to play in the promotion of ILAs, which the TUC 

argued provided a kind of quality guarantee....The successes of 

trusted intermediaries, such as trade union learning representatives, 

should be taken fully into account in designing the new scheme"  

Individual Learning Accounts: Third Report of Education and Skills 

Committee HC561.1   paras 105-106 

 

The Labour Government also introduced financial incentives for employers. 

The publication of the Government skills strategy 21st Century Skills: 

Realising Our Potential (DfES, 2003) led to the introduction of the Train to 

Gain programme run by the Learning and Skills Council. It was a skills 

brokerage service, with that training brokered for workers doing basic skills 

and low level vocational courses being fully subsidised. The Government 

also introduced a Skills Pledge for employers to make a commitment to 

train their workforce to at least Level 2 qualifications and ULRs are seen as 

having a role in the process. 

“We will encourage Union Learning Representatives to work with 

employers to make the Skills Pledge, to draw up action plans for 

delivering the Pledge, and to help more employers and employees to 

access Train to Gain brokerage and funds for training”. 

World Class Skills: Implementing the Leitch Review of Skills in 

England.   DIUS 2007 



Although a relatively high proportion of young people now enter 

universities, there are few people with intermediate skills qualifications as a 

result of the steep decline in apprenticeships since the 1980s. The 

Government thus introduced an apprenticeships programme – 184,000 

places in 2007. Both Train to Gain and the Apprenticeship programme are 

however completely voluntary and there is no statutory obligation for 

employers to train their workforce to certain standards or an employee right 

to paid educational leave. There is no evidence of significant ULR 

involvement in shaping and delivering apprenticeship programmes and 

successfully challenging management prerogative.  

Increasing numbers of learners are being supported by ULRs in union 

learning centres. A network of 26 TUC centres (branded as “U-Net” centres) 

operates in union offices, workplaces and trade union study centres. There 

are over a thousand union learners mainly taking basic skills and ICT 

learndirect courses in these learning centres. A government inspection of the 

network awarded it a “good” grade and commented very favourably on the 

ULR role. 

“ULRs are highly effective as role models. Their own recent re-entry 

to learning gives them a good understanding of learners‟ needs. They 

work very effectively with learners reluctant to participate or who 

have poor prior experience, and successfully promote learning to 

non traditional learners. Most ULRs work closely with tutors, 

effectively encouraging those learners making slow progress and 

motivating them to continue their learning. ULRs negotiate well 

with managers on behalf of learners, for example, to increase access 

to learning. Learners value their input highly and cite it as the most 

important element in their learning. Union learning representatives 

provide good information and advice on appropriate courses 

although information advice and guidance in centres is overall 

satisfactory”. 

Unionlearn (U-Net) Inspection Report Ofsted 2009 

ULR potential increased with the Labour Government‟s promotion of 

informal adult learning in its White Paper, The Learning Revolution (DIUS, 

2009). Such learning is wide in scope and mainly part-time, non-vocational 

learning where the purpose is not necessarily to gain a qualification. It is the 

type of learning that trade unions and the Workers Education Association 

have been involved in for well over a century.  The White Paper indicated 

that ULRs could play a bigger role in encouraging such learning and that the 

Government would work with Unionlearn to develop targeted action 

including opening 50 union learning centres to the wider community.  



Complementing the work of ULRs are “learning champions”, local 

volunteers who promote learning in their neighbourhood. The Learning 

Revolution White Paper stated that the Government would establish a 

national support package to help them reach out to new learners, prioritising 

the most deprived areas (DIUS, 2009). 

Learning champions have been in existence for a significant period of time, 

funded through a variety of public sources such as LSCs, RDAs and the 

Working Neighbourhoods Fund. Some were supported through the Adult 

and Community Learning Fund (ACLF) which was established by the 

Department for Education and Employment in1998 to explore innovative 

ways to expand the provision of, and increase adults‟ access to, local 

community-based learning opportunities. According to recent research, 

learning champions perform a range of functions similar to those of ULRs 

including signposting, supporting, mentoring and representing learners 

(albeit in a community context) and there is extensive evidence of them 

engaging new and hard-to-reach learners and referring them for guidance or 

directly onto courses (Yarnit,2008). Like ULRs, learning champions also 

undergo some form of training. There was however been a decline in the 

number of schemes because “at a time when providers are preoccupied with 

their own budgets, the essentially impartial nature of learning champion‟s 

work means that they may not be a high priority for funding from 

mainstream resources (Yarnit, 2008).The establishment of a Community 

Learning Champion Development Fund together with a training and 

development programme in 2010 was aimed at increasing this initiative and 

over 1,000 champions have now been trained.   

 

Training champions 

The Government has also encouraged the development of “training 

champions” to pursue workforce development opportunities in small 

businesses (which are mainly non-unionised) through its Small Firm 

Development Account/ Small Firm Learning Account pilots. The training 

champion would be a member of staff designated by each firm involved in 

developing a training plan. Like ULRs, training champions were to have 

responsibility for informing employees, gaining commitment from 

management, identifying training needs and courses and supporting learners 

through their programme. Training for these functions through a training 

planning workshop with a Business Link adviser was minimal compared 

with the systematic training for ULRs.  Furthermore, the process was very 

top-down, with a senior staff member or the owner-manager taking on the 

role which was more centred on devising a training plan than supporting 

individual learners.  Training champions also had limited visibility in the 

pilot companies; four out of five of the learners being unaware of their 



presence (Centre for Enterprise, 2003). The pilots ended in 2005, with no 

evidence that the concept of training champions has been sustained. 

Learning representative initiatives in other 

countries 

The union learning representative idea has reached other countries. There 

have been initiatives in Ireland, Denmark, Finland and New Zealand. Their 

development and scope however has been limited by the absence of 

statutory recognition and the right to paid time off for training and for 

carrying out their duties. 

 

Ireland 

The union learning initiative in the Republic of Ireland is supported by the 

Irish National Training and Employment Authority (FAS). It takes the form 

of two pilots; one run by the Irish Congress of Trade Unions (ICTU) and the 

other by the Services, Industrial, Professional and Technical Union 

(SIPTU). The pilots were established in 2007/08 and are about supporting 

ULRs in carrying out similar functions to those in the UK. These include 

promoting awareness and the value of upskilling, working with employers 

to identify and meeting training needs and providing information and advice 

on learning opportunities. As in the UK, there is a five day training 

programme for the ULRs which is nationally accredited by a national 

awarding body (the Further Education and Training Awards Council). But, 

unlike their UK counterparts, the ULRs have no statutory right to time off to 

do the training or to carry out their functions. The pilots are also restricted to 

ULRs focussing on the needs of low skilled workers in the private sector.  

The Institute for the Development of Employees Advancement Service 

(IDEAS) is SIPTU‟s training organisation recognised by FAS. It has 

funding from FAS to provide directly or organise certified “generic skills” 

training programmes for union members (computer literacy, personal 

effectiveness, customer care, team working etc.) for low skilled workers if 

they identify such training needs in their individual needs assessments 

(ITNs). 

The aim of the SIPTU ULRs is to assist 1,000 low skilled workers in 

identifying their training needs, to help workers complete ITNs and to 

organise the training for them. The ICTU FAS pilot has a target of 

recruiting 480 learning reps and the SIPTU FAS pilot a target of 50.  

Denmark 

In Denmark union educational ambassadors have been established. Unlike 

in the UK, trade union density is high (90% of blue collar workers and 75% 

white collar workers compared with 28% of the workforce in the UK). This 



high level of unionisation is reflected by a framework of binding collective 

agreements with national coverage. The concept behind educational 

ambassadors was first thought up and put into practice by the former 

Women Workers‟ Union (KAD) and then adopted by the Danish 

Commercial and Clerical Employees Union (HK). Like ULRs, their role 

was to raise the awareness of adult education and opportunities through 

guidance and support at the workplace. Although like ULRs, educational 

ambassadors are trained through their unions, unlike ULRs they have to do 

the training in their own time due to an absence of statutory rights.  They 

have not been afforded shop steward status and it is perceived that they have 

not obtained full ownership of the concept (Keil, 2009).The momentum 

behind the initiative has now fallen away.  Problems included lack of state 

support and less union funding; the role concentrating on meeting the needs 

of individual as opposed to collective approaches to learning and the 

difficulty of educational ambassadors fitting into union structures and 

becoming involved in the organising agenda.  

Finland 

Learning representatives known as “competence pilots” arose out of the 

Noste programme launched through a collective agreement between the 

Social Democratic-led Government, the Confederation of Finnish Trade 

Unions (SAK) and the Confederation of Finnish Industries. Noste was a 

five-year action programme for education and training targeted at adults 

aged 30−59 who have only completed basic level education which ran 

between 2003 and 2007. The general objectives of the Noste programme 

were to improve career development for people who have not completed 

any education and/or training beyond a basic level, to mitigate labour 

shortages caused by early retirement and to increase employment. Over 

25,000 were supported through the programme.  

 

Integral to the programme were competence pilots which provide support to 

learners on the programme. The training is carried out by the Finnish WEA 

(TSL). As most of the target group were members of trade unions affiliated 

to SAK, it had responsibility for the one nationally organized outreach 

project and received funding to train competence pilots who advised their 

fellow workers on education and training opportunities in the workplace. 

The duties of competence pilots were defined in the following terms: 

 

“A competence pilot will work as a competence support person 

in the work community to encourage employees to education 

and training as well as to act as an advisor and to spread 

information. A competence pilot is duty-bound to guide 

employees to consider their competence needs and their 

opportunities to promote their qualification. A competence pilot 

is able to offer guiding and counsel in finding appropriate 

qualification options.” 



 

In total, 630 competence pilots were trained and they succeeded in getting 

involved in around 25% of the other projects organized under the Noste 

programme.  In these instances, where they were able to work with 

educational establishments and employers successfully, their impact was 

reported to be significant.  There were, however, problems for competence 

pilots in that they had no legal status like health and safety representatives in 

Finland and their role was not embedded in collective agreements like 

ordinary lay officials.  Although support for the Noste programme had been 

expressed in tripartite incomes policy agreement, the Confederation of 

Finnish Industry adopted a voluntarist approach to competence pilots in 

Noste, viewing decisions over implementation to be the responsibility of 

employers locally.  Consequently, competence pilots were not provided with 

time for their activities. 

 

Overall, the Noste programme realised many of its goals, leading to a fairer 

distribution of participation rates across different social groups and greater 

participation by older workers.  SAK‟s competence pilots played an 

important part in this.  While the objective of training and educating 10% of 

target group was ambitious, the programme was not particularly extensive 

or long-term.  It duly came to an end in 2007 and was not extended by the 

new Conservative government. This ended the role for competence pilots. 
 

A similar initiative however is being run by the SAK and the Finnish WEA.  

The Educational Counsellors/Advisors scheme project is funded by a grant 

of 700,000 Euros from the European Social Fund awarded over three years. 

The intention of SAK  is that this will lead to the establishment of a 

permanent network of educational advisors/ counsellors at workplaces and 

across local and regional unions. 

 

The initial intention is to introduce 180 educational advisors/ counsellors, 

with the longer term intention of developing the network more widely.  

Unlike in the Noste project, the educational advisors will not just be 

supoporting lower skilled workers; they will focus on all workers who 

would benefit from education.  SAK will develop the training for 

educational advisors with the WEA who will deliver the training as they did 

with the competence pilots.  It is anticipated that implementation of this new 

programme will start in autumn 2010. It is intended that the project will 

build on knowledge gained through the competence pilots project, including 

reflection on methods of recruitment, definition of the role, length and 

content of training, and forms of support required. 

  

New Zealand 

A major study of the New Zealand initiative has been carried out by UK 

researchers which is summarised below (Lee and Cassell, 2009). The New 



Zealand Council of Trade Unions (NZTUC) was aware of ULRs in the UK 

and proposed the concept to the relevant government body, the Tertiary 

Education Commission in 2003 and a pilot project was agreed.  

As part of the scoping project, sectors in which learning representatives 

would be introduced during the pilot stage were identified, the role of the 

learning representative was decided, the content of training for learning 

representatives was defined and the place of the learning representatives‟ 

competence in New Zealand‟s national qualification was agreed. The 

scoping project was carried out and completed by July 2005 and the pilot 

project, involving 100 learning representatives, was completed in 2007. The 

roles of the representatives are quite extensive, including providing 

information and advice as in the UK but also working closely with industrial 

training organisations (ITOs) that regulate training in different sectors.  

 

The key responsibilities of learning representatives in New Zealand are to: 

 

 promote learning in general and industry-specific training in 

particular 

 provide information and advice about learning and training to 

workers  

 advocate the learning needs of workers and the accessibility 

of training 

 work with co-workers to identify and access appropriate 

support for language, literacy an numeracy issues in learning 

 work with others to explore additional learning issues, 

including those related to more effective participation at 

work and beyond 

 work in co-operation with employers, unions, ITOs and 

Modern Apprenticeship Co-ordinators to promote training 

and learning and facilitate first contact for new learners 

 maintain a link with the appropriate industry training 

organisation as part of its stakeholder group 

 co-ordinate activities with local ITO agents and assessors and 

with union representatives on ITO  boards and standards 

committees 

 advocate and give initial advice to workers on the National 

Qualifications Framework (NQF) and pathways towards 

qualifications. 

 

The type of learning a New Zealand learning representative provides advice 

on is likely to be narrower than that provided by a ULR. They are more 

likely to direct learners towards the training offered by ITOs and less likely 

to include provision tailored to individual needs such as lifelong learning 

linked to personal development. Their responsibilities fall into the category 

of a public administrative function. 



 

Like ULRs in the UK, learning representatives are trained through 

programmes supervised by the NZTUC and accredited through the National 

Qualifications Framework. The scale of the initiative is however relatively 

small, with 200 learning representatives trained.  But this reflects the 

countries small workforce of 2.2 million and the fact that almost 90 per cent 

of enterprises employ five or less people. Their representative function 

scope is very limited since the New Zealand Government has not followed 

the example of the UK Government in providing the learning 

representatives with statutory rights for time off to train and to carry out 

their functions.  

 

Under the Labour Government, unions and their ULRs have had to dovetail 

into what is essentially a supply - driven VET system with policies and 

targets determined by central government and delivered by employer-led 

bodies. It is a policy which continues to be de-coupled from industrial 

relations policy and neglects stimulating the demand side through an active 

industrial policy.  

 

ULRs have been recognised as “trusted intermediaries” (House of 

Commons, 2001).  They have been viewed by government as being able to 

engage with “hard-to-reach” employees and to help stimulate and meet their 

demand for learning and skills opportunities, particularly opened up through 

government intervention. Their activities encompass giving information and 

advice, arranging courses and conducting learning needs assessment. Their 

role has been seen by government as helping to deliver the national learning 

targets, particularly in respect to literacy and numeracy and low level 

vocational qualifications. ULRs act to help the state mitigate market failure 

over learning and skills and can thus be viewed as performing a public 

administrative function (Ewing, 2005). This function is also shared by 

learning representatives in countries such as New Zealand, the Republic of 

Ireland and Finland. Nevertheless, ULRs have a complementary workplace 

representation function in respect of employees ( individually and 

collectively) requesting training from their employer and this is likely to 

increase under the Right to Request Training legislation. This representative 

function is however limited in other countries due to the absence of 

statutory recognition for learning representatives.  

 

The role of the ULR is thus very much framed by a partnership approach. 

The model has been underpinned by considerable capacity building through 

government support such as the Union Learning Fund and statutory 

recognition for ULRs. An issue for the union movement however is how 

this union-led activity can be sustained during future political and /or public 



funding changes. Another issue is the need for more employers to be aware 

of the positive impact ULRs can make on workforce development and 

accordingly to increase support for them to carry out their statutory 

functions. There is thus a need for more workplaces to have learning 

framework agreements which set out the ULR‟s role, activities and 

facilities. They should establish joint union/management learning 

committees to increase the demand for and supply of learning opportunities 

for the workforce and to monitor provision and learner progress. 

 

Trade unions have a key role in both the supply of and demand for skills. 

They want to be involved in the delivery of lifelong learning in its widest 

sense to secure quality and equity. They also want to be involved in 

determining how such skills are utilised. This means unions and ULRs 

being given an enhanced collective representation function.  This requires 

training and learning in general being made a statutory collective bargaining 

issue in recognised union workplaces, as is the case with pay and 

conditions. It also requires a return to unions having a governmental 

function. They want to be more fully involved in the development of 

learning and skills policy through national, regional and sector institutions 

based on social partnership, not just limited to the delivery of initiatives. 

This will necessitate devolution of much decision- making from central 

government to such social partnership institutions, as in many North 

European states. Such a VET system could best recognise, reconcile and 

broker the differing needs of the employer, employee and the state. Unions 

and ULRs would become key players in a system which delivered learning 

and skills equitably and effectively in high performance workplaces. 
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